Abstract. Curaçao and Bonaire form part of the Netherlands Antilles, while Aruba has a "status aparte" within the Kingdom of the Netherlands. All three islands are relatively arid compared to a typical Caribbean island, with mean annual rainfall of 409-553 mm, and experience several periods of drought lasting two or more years each century. A short history of the islands is given, and protected areas are described. The laws and regulations protecting amphibians and reptiles are complex, with general laws originating from the Kingdom of the Netherlands participation in international conventions (such as CITES) together with supplemental laws of the Netherlands Antilles and individual islands. Sea turtles are generally well protected, although their nesting beaches would be vulnerable to a rise in sea level. Among the terrestrial herpetofauna, only the Aruba Island rattlesnake (Crotalus unicolor) is on the IUCN Red List, being Critically Endangered. The status of this species and others of particular interest is described. The Curaçao Island snake (Liophis triscalis) should probably be included as Vulnerable or even Endangered, though there is insufficient information at present. Iguana iguana populations on the different islands, and the Curaçao whiptail (Cnemidophorus murinus murinus) on Klein Curaçao, are distinctive and significant for conservation. An overview is given of introduced amphibians and reptiles and their possible effects on the native fauna. The arid climate of the islands may hinder the establishment of invasive species, which are often not able to survive in the bush and thus reduces their impact on native species.
Introduction

General ecology
The islands of Aruba, Curaçao and Bonaire lie in the southern Caribbean Sea. Their climate is rather arid compared to most Caribbean islands, with mean annual rainfall of 409, 553, and 463 mm respectively (Meteorological Service of Netherlands Antilles and Aruba, average 1971-2000) , and mean temperature of about 28
• C. The hilly areas receive slightly more rain, and rainfall can be quite variable from year to year. Dry years have only 200-300 mm of rain, while the maximum is about 1100 mm. The dry season normally runs from March to June, and October and November have most rain; a dry year has a longer dry season. The period 1830-2004 experienced 12 extended dry periods; eight of 2 years, three of 3 years, and one of 4 years (1902) (1903) (1904) (1905) , when food importation from Venezuela was necessary). The last droughts were in 1986-1987 and 2001-2002 . Mean annual rainfall was only 341 mm in Curaçao during these 12 extended dry periods. The vegetation is typically xeric with candelabra cacti, opuntias, and acacias. At the end of long dry periods even the opuntia cactus starts to shrivel, the bush loses its leaves and becomes "transparent", and emaciated iguanas cling to trees or fall on the ground. Soils are either of volcanic origin or calcareous -the latter can store water better and have a somewhat different vegetation. Aruba has lower rainfall and is more arid than the other islands, but also has less permeable soil so that pools of surface water (tankis) last much longer there.
Aruba, Curaçao and Bonaire together with the Venezuelan islands of Los Monjes, Islas Aves, Los Roques, La Orchila and La Blanquilla form an island archipelago north of the Venezuelan coast. Biogeographically, these islands do not belong to the West Indian region; their flora and fauna are mainly of South American origin (Wagenaar Hummelinck, 1940) . However, there are many endemic and some West Indian elements, which justify the view that these islands form a small but distinct zoogeographical sub-region belonging to the South American realm. Several organisms introduced in the past turned out to be invasive species, some of which had detrimental effects on the local flora and fauna (van Buurt, 1999) .
History and political structure
For general information on the history of Aruba, Curaçao and Bonaire see Hartog (1957 Hartog ( , 1961 Hartog ( , 1968 . The earliest human remains on the islands, dating from 4500 years Before Present, were found in Curaçao. On the other islands the earliest are 4000 BP in Aruba and 3300 BP in Bonaire. These people are now termed Archaic Indians (Haviser, 1987) . The Caquetío Indians, a tribe belonging to the Arawak language family, reached the islands from South America around 500 AD. The group "indios Aruba" were living in Aruba and the "indios Curaçao" in Curaçao and Bonaire. In 1499 the Spanish came to the islands, and the population was raided to get slaves for mines on Hispaniola. In 1634 the islands were captured by the Dutch who used Curaçao as a naval base to raid Spanish shipping and obtained salt, dyewood (Heamatoxylon brasiletto) and some "lignum vitae" (Guaiacum officinale). Later when the Dutch obtained the Asiento (a contract to deliver African slaves to the Spanish main), the island became a slave depot. Aruba was used as a horse farm by the Dutch West-India Company, and Bonaire produced salt. The introduction of slaves from Africa led to the development of Papiamentu, a Creole language with an African grammar with Spanish, Portuguese, Dutch and in more recent times also English words. The islands were occupied by the British from
